Understanding Uniqueness
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ASHEM spoke to Moses and Aaron, sdying, 2 “The Children of Israel shall encamp, each

man by his banner-according to the insicnias:of their fathers’ household, at a distance
surrounding the Tent of Meeting shall they.encsmp. 3 Those who encamp to the front, at the
east, shall be the banner of the camp of Judah according to their legions — and the leader of

the children of Judah is Nachshon son of Amminadab — “its legion and their count are
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HEN WE THINK OF FLAGS TODAY, WE TEND TO
consider them' secular, nationalistic: symbols. Yet
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@ in Parashas Bamidbar, we learn that the degalim
(flags) played a central role in the encampments in the
Wilderness. Each shevet had its own flag, which was the color

'~ of its stone in the Choshen, with a pictorial representation of

the shevet on it.
, Why, indeed, did they need these flags? And why does

. Hashem consider them so important that the verse of Shir
. HaShirim (2:4) states, “Vediglo alai ahavah — And His flag
- upon me is love™?

.. 'In order to understand the deep roots of this seemingly
~ mundane phenomenon, we must return to its source.

: A Midrash teaches that when Hashem revealed His
Presence at Mount Sinai, He was accompanied by many g
- legions of angels, each group of which had its own flag. When
- the Jews saw those flags, they said, “If only we too could
Have flags like the angels.” Hashem pledged that they would
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When the Jews saw those flags, they too wanted to have &
their specific and unique mission clearly defined. For if there
is one berachah in life, it is to know what one’s tafkid (mis-

eventually have flags, and that pledge materialized in this
parashah.

<.¥Thls entire Midrash is difficult to understand. A ﬂag is
a_physical object, and angels are entirely spiritual. Why do

sion) is in this world. We all want to serve Hashem, but we

wonder in what capacity we should be serving Him. The flags
defined for each tribe what their mission was.
The flags continue to carry a message for us too, because

even today, although we no longer have flags, we each have
a clearly defined mission in this world. It is through one’s
specific mission that he can achieve greatness.

angels need flags? Furthermore, why did the Jews yearn for
flags just becau ?

The Nesivos Shalom explains that a flag represents the
mission of a group that operates under it. In the U.S. military,
for instance, not only does each branch have its own flag, but
in many cases, units and subunits will amend the flag of their
branch of the military so that it represents their specific unit.
It’s not enough for the Seals to operate under the general flag
of the Navy; they need a Navy Seals flag.

When Chazal taught that the angels came down W1th flags,
they meant that each legion of angels had its specific mis-

% sion clearly defined. The “flags” demonstrated the purpose of

¥ each group of angels.
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T This idea gives rise to insights into the work of each

individual. First, one must strive to discover one’s -
uniqueness. What is my particular task? What essential part
of the Universe is mine to build? This question is critically
important - a life spent pursuing some unrealistic and
inappropriate goal is a life wasted, and worse, damages the
entire _ structure. When that small and seemingly
insignificant screw in the carburettor of that engine which
we considered previously falls out of place and rattles
around in the cylinders, for example, the entire engine may
be irreparably damaged )
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The third type of order, seder I'shem achdus ha'peula,
order for the sake of unity of function, is a higher level of
order. Here, the components of a whole are organized and
connected in such a way that they blend into a unified
entity. This composite entity functions precisely because of
the harmonious blending of its components.
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In an engine, for example, there may be a small screw

in the carburettor which is almost insignificant in terms of its
intrinsic value - it may be worth less than the smallest coin.
But without it the engine does not run; and if that small
screw were-to fall out when the vehicle powered by that
engine were in an inhospitable and dangerous place, the
hapless driver may feel that it is worth the value of the entire
vehicle. Without that tiny part he has nothing at all” While
the engine was running smoothly that part was
unconsidered and unappreciated; now that it is missing its
value has become apparent.

* Systems which are set up in such a way that al] the
parts are needed before any become relevant have a unique

quality: each part manifests a paradoxical duality. Each part
is at one and the same time nothing and everything: nothing
because it is only a part, without the rest of the system it is
utterly useless; and everything because when all the other
parts are in place and functioning, it Becomes essential and

_ critical. Each part depends on all the others entirely, in this it
is utterly subservient; and vet all the others depend on it, in
thls itis utterly controllmg

.}‘ Such a system is the Jewish people. Each individual
Jev;l is essential and unique, utterly necessary for the cosmic
purpose which the Jewish nation must manifest, and yet lost
in_his merely. biological s ‘ _fulfilli is
destiny as a Jew. In fact, at a broader scale, all of mankind

_—

and the Universe constitute such a system: everything in the
world is created unique in its position and function and will
ultimately reveal how critically necessary it is in the greater
scheme of reality.|

X When theTewish people travelled through the desert
they travelled in formation — the diglei midbar, or “flags of

the desert”; each tribe occupied a specific position within the
camp. The root of this formation lies in the fact that each
tribe has a specific identity and function within the Jewish
people and therefore a specific place. Within each tribe, each
family has a specific and unique role, and so too each
individual within each family. As the Jewish people were
being formed the uniqueness of each element within the

nation was being laid down.
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We might also suggest that the. reason why Parashas
Bamidbar precedes Shavuos is because unity is' a prereq-
uisite to receiving the Torah. In order for a Torah-society to
work, each group within the society must be keenly aware of
where its mission lies, and not be jealous of or try to imitate
other groups. If each member of Klal Yisrael is constantly
thinking, / want that guy’s job or Why should he be entitled to
learn all day? society will crumble.
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